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The Comprehensive  Plan 
A Comprehensive Plan is a policy mechanism that allows a 

community to guide growth and development in a coordinated 

manner that is consistent with the aspirations and visions of the 

community. The Plan aims to promote efficient growth and 

sustainable development. It is a long-range plan covering a period of 

20 to 30 years; however, many of the strategies contained within 

this Plan may be targeted for implementation much sooner. In Falls 

Church, the Plan is also updated through the preparation of Small 

Area Plans. 

A Comprehensive Pƭŀƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

needs for dwellings, commerce, industry, public and semi-public 

facilities, environmental protection, energy efficiency, historic 

preservation, transportation, parks and recreation, and social and 

economic sustainability. 

Legal Basis for Planning  
Section 15.2-2223 of the Virginia Code requires all localities to 

prepare a Comprehensive Plan. As outlined in Section 15.2-2230 of 

Virginia Code and pursuant to the Falls Church Charter, Chapter 17 

Planning, Zoning and Subdivision, the Planning Commission is 

responsible for preparing and recommending ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 

Comprehensive Plan. 

Legal Impacts of Plan 
The Comprehensive Plan lays out a blueprint for future 

development and change. It informs land use, controls 

infrastructure, and guides public investment. 

The Comprehensive Plan recommends future general land uses, 

assigning various uses (e.g., residential, commercial, mixed use) to 

particular areas of the City, which are reflected in a Future Land Use 

Map. The Zoning Ordinance codifies land development by placing 

requirements and constraints on different uses. The Zoning 

Ordinance should conform to the land use plan. 

The Comprehensive Plan specifies and controls the general 

character, extent, and location of public infrastructure. Section 2232 

of the Virginia Code and Section 17.07 of the City Charter requires 

that after adoption of the Plan, no street or street extension, 

square, park or other public way, ground, open space, school, public 

building or structure, or public utility facility (except railroad facility 

or underground natural gas or electric distribution facility) shall be 

constructed or authorized unless and until the general location, 

character and extent thereof has been approved by the Planning 

Commission, as being in conformance with the Comprehensive Plan. 

Because of these restrictions on infrastructure location and 

character, the Comprehensive Plan provides a framework for the 

/ƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ-year Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) and, thus, public 

investment. 
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Updating the Plan  
Section 15.2-2229 of the Virginia Code and Section 17.07 of the City 

Charter describe the process for adopting and updating the 

Comprehensive Plan. Either the Council or the Planning Commission 

can initiate the update process. In either case both bodies review 

the plan and the Council has final authority over the updates. 

Section 15.2 ς 2230 of the Virginia Code requires that 

comprehensive plans be reviewed at least once every five years 

and, where appropriate, amended. 
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Cultural History and Development  
The City of Falls Church has multiple cultural influences and has 

gone through several distinct development eras. The sections below 

highlight the major influences and development trends.  

1699 ɀ European Settlement  
The region was originally inhabited by Native peoples who lived 

along the major water courses, with trails and hunting grounds in 

the interior, but the CƛǘȅΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ 

European colonial settlement ca. 1699. The center of the 

community and its namesake was The Falls Church (Episcopal), 

founded in 1733, with the present church dating to 1769. Both 

President George Washington and colonial statesman George 

Mason served on the parish vestry (governing board). The Church 

remains important ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ 

1800s ɀ Population Growth  
Growth in the township and the surrounding area occurred as the 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǎtrategic location near the District of  

 

Figure 1: An early photo of The Falls Church during the Civil War. 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΦ ¢ƘŜ [ŜŜǎōǳǊƎ ¢ǳǊƴǇƛƪŜ όǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ [ŜŜǎōǳǊƎ tƛƪŜκwƻǳǘŜ тύ 

was built to bring commerce from Leesburg to the port of 

Alexandria. In 1860 the Alexandria, Loudoun, and Hampshire (later 

the Washington and Old Dominion) Railroad brought rail service to 

Falls Church, connecting it to Alexandria and Leesburg. After the 

Civil War, a direct rail link to Washington, D.C., attracted numerous 

new residents who found the tranquil village a welcome relief from 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΦ 

The village was held early in the Civil War by Confederate troops, 

but by fall 1861 it was occupied by Union forces through the end of 

the conflict in 1865. During Reconstruction, the City rebounded, and 

the town charter was issued in 1875. Trolley services came to the 

town in the early twentieth century. 

The 1898 establishment of nearby U.S. Army Camp Alger for 

Spanish-American War training led to a significant if brief 

population increase (more than 30,000 men) that strained local 

transportation systems and other services. 

 

Figure 2: The West Falls Church train station ca. 1900. 
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1880s-1920s - African American Settlement and 

the Struggle for Civil Rights  
African Americans had lived in the Falls Church area since Colonial 

times, both enslaved and free, and by the end of the 19th century 

there was a thriving African American community in the City. 

In 1887, the Town of Falls Church voted to retrocede approximately 

one-third of the TownΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ CŀƛǊŦŀȄ /ƻǳƴǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ 

retroceded was the southern half of the Greenway Downs 

neighborhood, adjacent to and south of Route 29, South 

Washington Street. At the time, the neighborhood was largely 

African American and voted predominately Republican. The Town 

leadership voted predominately Democrat. The action to retrocede 

half of the Greenway Downs community gerrymandered the Town 

boundaries such that Democratic control of the Town was 

strengthened and African Americans influence in the Town was 

reduced.1 

During the first decades of the 20th century, Falls Church became a 

focus of Civil Rights advocacy and activism. This happened in 

reaction to a proposed 1915 ordinance that required racial 

segregation. Dr. E.B. Henderson and Joseph Tinner, both prominent 

members of the African American community, fought the ordinance 

ōȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻǊŜŘ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ [ŜŀƎǳŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

became the first rural branch of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People.  

                                                           
1
 Buczkowska, Anna and Basem Saah. 2011. Tinner Hill, Virginia: A Witness 

to Civil Rights. Virginia Polytechnic Institute & State University, Landscape 
Architecture Program. 

  

Figure 3: The TInner Hill Arch and the Tinner Hill Historic Site commemorate the 
struggle for Civil Rights. 

 

Figure 4: Present day Mary Ellen Henderson Middle School 
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City Incorporation and Independent School System  
In 1948, Falls Church was incorporated as an independent city. With 

that change, it was then wholly outside the jurisdiction of Fairfax 

County ς an independence that continues to this day. 

Lƴ мфпфΣ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 

an independent school district and launched an investment and 

modernization program in the school facilities. The investment was 

motivated by desire among City residents to improve the school 

system at a time when the Fairfax County schools were less 

developed and serving a largely rural population.2 

1950sɀ1990s ɀ Post-WWII Suburban Development  
During WW II the entire Capital Region grew in response to the war 

effort. Falls Church became a city in 1948. In the years following 

²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ LLΣ Cŀƭƭǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ 

increasingly impacted by the Northern Virginia building boom and 

the advent of automobile-related commercial development. During 

the 1950s Northern Virginia experienced a dramatic increase in 

suburban growth, both residential and commercial. Commercial 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ άǎǘǊƛǇ 

ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭέ, or commercial development occurring in narrow 

bands along major roadways. Development in Falls Church followed 

these trends. 

¢ƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘǿŀȅǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ 

transportation within the region. The Capital Beltway opened in 

1964, which spurred the development of Tysons Corner and 

                                                           
2
 Gernand, Bradley E. and Nan Netherton. 2000. Falls Church: A Virginia 

Village Revisited. City of Falls Church. 

associated development near the City. I-66 was completed inside 

the Beltway in 1982, providing another link between Falls Church 

and the District of Columbia. During the 1970s and 1980s the City of 

Falls Church continued to experience small amounts of residential 

and commercial growth, influenced in part by the opening of the 

East and West Falls Church Metro stations just outside City 

boundaries, but this growth pattern was limited by the amount of 

available vacant land. This level of growth became even smaller 

during the 1990s as the number of vacant parcels declined. 

 

Figure 5: An aerial view of the commercial corridor, facing east along West Broad 
{ǘǊŜŜǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎΦ 
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1970s - Vietnamese Influence  
After the fall of Saigon in 1975, waves of Vietnamese immigrants 

settled in northern Virginia. The Clarendon area of Arlington was a 

major focus of Vietnamese settlement, but with the opening of the 

Clarendon Metro station in 1979, many Vietnamese businesses and 

households moved west toward Falls Church, particularly around 

Seven Corners. By 1984, 60 percent of the Vietnamese in the U.S. 

lived within three miles of Seven Corners. The Eden Center opened 

in Falls Church in 1984, with many of the businesses that had 

formerly been in Clarendon. 

 

Figure 6: The Gateway to the Eden Center off Wilson Boulevard. 

2000s and Beyond  ɀ Mixed Use 
A substantial number of redevelopment projects have occurred in 

the City during the last 15 years. Falls Church has benefited from an 

unprecedented wave of new development and investment that has 

occurred along its primary commercial corridors (N. and S. 

Washington Street and W. Broad Street) over the past decade: 

primarily mixed use, with office, retail, and residential in the same 

development complex on underutilized infill sites. The opening of 

aŜǘǊƻΩǎ {ƛƭǾŜǊ [ƛƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎǘƛƳǳƭǳǎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

development. 

 

Figure 7: 301 West Broad Street opened in 2016, the largest mixed-use project in 
the City at the time. 
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Geography of the City 
Falls Church is an independent city located approximately seven 

miles west of the nŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ capital. This proximity has been a major 

influence on ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ development. Of note, the northeast 

boundary of the City abuts the original border of Washington, D.C., 

as established in 1791. In 1847 the Virginia portion of Washington, 

D.C., was retroceded and is now Arlington County and part of the 

City of Alexandria. Two boundary stones along the CityΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊ, 

one in Boundary Stone Park and another in Benjamin Banneker Park 

mark the original boundary of Washington, D.C. 

Falls Church is small in area (2.3 square miles) and population 

(approximately 13,900 as of the 2015 Census estimate); its center 

remains at the junction of Route 7 (Broad Street) and Route 29 

(Washington Street/Lee Highway). The City is bounded by Arlington 

County and Fairfax County and is roughly equidistant from the 

major commercial centers of Ballston in Arlington County and 

Tysons in Fairfax County. 

In January 2014, the City boundary with Fairfax County was adjusted 

to include the property yard and approximately 34.62 acres of land. 

The area includes the joint George Mason High School / Mary Ellen 

Henderson Middle School Campus. With this change, the City has 

legal jurisdiction over the entire site. By agreement with Fairfax 

County, up to 30 percent of the land can be used for new 

commercial development. The remainder must be for educational 

purposes. 

The City is serviced by several major transportation links, including I-

66, the East and West Falls Church Metro Stations, and the W&OD 

Trail. I-66 connects the City to the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor, 

Washington, D.C., and the Capital Beltway. The East and West Falls 

Church Metro Stations provide connections to the Metro Orange 

Line and Silver Line, which run through the Rosslyn-Ballston 

Corridor, Washington, D.C., Tysons, and Reston. The W&OD Trail is 

ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ōƛƪŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

many surrounding communities. 

 

Figure 8: Regional map showing the City of Falls Church in relation to the region.  

 

Figure 9: Stones in Boundary Marker Park and Benjamin Banneker Park mark the 
original border of Washington, D.C. 

7 Corners 
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Figure 10: The City of Falls Church and major transportation facilities ς Broad 
Street, Washington Street, W&OD Trail and Park, East Falls Church Metro, and 
West Falls Church Metro. 

Planning  the City: Past, Present, and Future 

Planning Past  
In 1934 Fairfax County, including a portion of what would become 

the City of Falls Church, adopted a zoning ordinance pursuant to the 

laws of the Commonwealth of Virginia. Master Plans were 

subsequently adopted by the City in 1947, 1959, 1978, 1988, 1997, 

and 2005. The 1947 and 1959 Master Plans were comprised of a 

series of maps with no text, whereas the 1978 and 1988 Plans 

contained limited text including primary and secondary policy 

objectives and brief descriptions of programs and activities to 

achieve those objectives. The 1997 and 2005 Comprehensive Plans 

went into much greater detail about existing conditions within the 

City. These plans were also the first to cover topic areas such as 

historic preservation and community character. 

Prior to 2000, a number of planning-related studies were completed 

by City staff and consultants.  

1980s 

¶ 5ǊŀŦǘ aŀǎǘŜǊ tƭŀƴ wŜǾƛŜǿΥ [ŀƴŘ ¦ǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 

Areas, October 1984 (Planning Department) 

¶ North Washington Street Corridor Special Strategy Area 

Report, Phase I, January 1986 (Planning Department) 

¶ East Falls Church Land Use Study, January, 1986 (Arlington 

County Department of Community Affairs, Housing and 

Community Development Division, Planning Section) 

¶ The Arlington-Falls Church Ad-Hoc Planning Committee, 

Final Report, June 1987 

¶ South Washington Street Corridor Special Strategy Area 

Report, Phase I, July 1987 (Planning Department) 

¶ Central Business District Special Strategy Area Report, Phase 

I, October 1988 (Planning Department) 

1990s 

¶ Fiscal Year 91-92 Master Plan Review: Status Report on 

Implementation of the Master Plan (Planning Department) 

¶ Building the Vision: The Washington Street Corridor, 

January 1991 (Hyett-Palma, Inc.) 

Route 29 

Washington Street 

Route 7 

Broad Street 

W&OD Trail 

and Park 
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¶ The Future of the City: Genesis for Progress in Falls Church -

- North Washington Street, March 1993 (The Falls Church 

Village Preservation and Improvement Society) 

¶ Redevelopment in Falls Church: Four Illustrative 

Opportunities, November, 1997 (David Holmes and Larry 

Keller) 

Planning Present and  Recent Past 
Comprehensive planning is an ongoing effort. This Comprehensive 

Plan builds on prior comprehensive plans prepared by the City as 

well as the Small Area Plans, Master Plans, and other planning 

documents that have been developed. 

Ongoing Review and Update of the Comprehensive Plan  

Planning in the City is constantly evolving with changing community 

preferences and regional conditions. To keep pace with these 

changes, the City is updating its Comprehensive Plan on an ongoing, 

chapter-by-chapter basis. Most recently, the following chapters 

have been updated 

¶ Chapter 6, Transportation, άMobility for All Modesέ 

(adopted 2014) 

¶ Chapter 7, tŀǊƪǎΣ hǇŜƴ {ǇŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ wŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ άParks for 

Peopleέ (adopted 2015) 

 

Small Area Plans 

The Comprehensive Plan defines several Planning Opportunity 

Areas (POAs) that are appropriate for additional development or 

redevelopment. Economic analysis has shown these areas to be 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩs economic sustainability. Accordingly, Small Area 

Plans have been developed for several of the POAs. 

Since 2012, the following Small Area Plans have been adopted: 

¶ North Washington Street Small Area Plan ς 2012 

¶ South Washington Street Small Area Plan ς 2013 

¶ Downtown Opportunity Area Plan ς 2014 

¶ West Broad Street Small Area Plan ς 2015 

   

   


